Though not essential to classic film noir, the femme fatale is certainly highly prominent and undoubtedly memorable. The archetype of the fabled deadly woman has appeared under many guises throughout the centuries (Pandora, Medusa, Sirens, Vampires). But regardless of what form she takes, she is consistently characterised as an iniquitous creature that has the power to seduce and destroy men. In patriarchal Western culture this positions her, above all else, as a manifestation of male anxiety. But why is the fatale of 1940s and 1950s noir so prominent? What fears is the figure representative of? And how do these apprehensions link to broader socio-cultural dynamics at the time? While these questions have previously been considered by eminent scholars in the field, in this chapter I take a fresh look as the femme fatale. In doing so, I challenge some of the assumptions attached to the character, specifically her representative significance in the context of the cultural climate, shifting gender dynamics, and the position of women in the public sphere during and after World War II. I argue that despite popular contention that the spider woman is symbolic of the independent working woman, a textual analysis of the character does not support this.
I begin the chapter by outlining the compositional elements of the dark lady, including the way she is framed and depicted, along with the kinds of iconography and motifs attached to the figure. To date, psychoanalysis has been the foremost method for exploring underlying meanings attached to the fatale figure. Because of the centrality of this mode of analysis in contextualising both the femme fatale and film noir in general, I next unpack the discourses relating to it. Following this, I track the deadly woman back to early cinema and the vamp, exploring the parallels between these two very similar characters in the framework of the socio-economic conditions from which they evolved. I then critically analyse the socio-cultural underpinnings of femme fatale, situating the figure in relation to actual working women of film noir. Finally, I explore the deadly woman in relation to ageing and race -two themes that are significant in the context of postfeminist discourse.
Sensual seductresses and human tarantulas
In Edgar G. Ulmer's Detour (1945), Al (Tom Neal) makes a risky decision. His travelling companion has dropped dead, but rather than report it to the authorities he steals the man's identity, along with his car, and buries him in the scrub just off a lonely highway. Everything is going smoothly until he pulls into a gas station and offers a lift to a woman standing beside the road. 'How far you going?' he asks her. 'How far you going?' she retorts, surly and sour faced. This response takes him by surprise, he has a bad feeling about her, but when she falls asleep he attributes her rudeness to exhaustion and begins to feel sorry for her instead. Contemplating her, he decides that she is beautiful. Not like the beauty of a movie actress, but attractive in a natural, almost homely way. Suddenly she wakes up and pounces at him like an angry cat: 'Where did you leave his body? Where did you leave the owner of this car?' she demands. So begins Al's fateful encounter with domineering, alcoholic femme fatale, Vera (Ann Savage). Hard-boiled, shrewd, and knowing that dim witted Al has little choice but to oblige, Vera seizes the opportunity to make some money. She demands that upon arriving in Los Angeles he sell the car and give her all of the proceeds. Until this happens Vera makes Al a virtual prisoner by refusing to let him out of her sight. However, things go horribly wrong when Vera sees a chance to make even more money out of the dead man. Her greed infuriates Al and in a drunken confrontation with her he accidentally strangles Vera with a telephone cord, sealing his fate as a doomed man.
Turning now to another classic noir, in The Killers, Ole Andreson (Burt Lancaster), also known as the 'Swede', and his sweet, attractive, but rather plain girlfriend Lilly (Virginia Christine) walk into a party. Seated at the piano is a dark haired woman. The cut of her black satin
